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BOOK REVIEWS-SOUTH ASIA 1025 
of fascinating and pregnant material. His reluctance to interpret quotes in the first 
half leads him to repeat references endlessly-sometimes verbatim-in the second, 
adding tremendous bulk and an off-putting sense of deja vu. Further, presumably 
verbatim quotes do not always match, and glosses are often inadequate; nor is there 
sufficient critical evaluation of contending translations of Gita passages. 
Agarwal does succeed nevertheless in providing a window into how important 
leaders of social movements thought about and used the Gita, and he contributes a 
unique perspective in theorizing its "updated" social role in modern India. 
CYNTHIA ANN HUMES 
Claremont McKenna College 
Patterns of Community Structure in Colombo, Sri Lanka: An Investigation of 
Contemporary Urban Life in South Asia. By NEVILLES. ARACHCHIGE-DON. 
Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1994. xx, 289 pp. $39.50 (cloth). 
The cities of most South Asian countries embody both their best hopes and their 
worst nightmares. Some struggle to accommodate large numbers of migrants, many 
of whom are landless poor or refugees. Infrastructures are likely to be aging and 
overburdened, resulting in breakdowns in basic services, environmental degradation, 
and a diminished quality of life. Episodes of political and social unrest occasionally 
threaten the civil order. Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka and its largest metropolitan 
area, although atypical of South Asian cities in some ways, shares many of these 
features. Unfortunately, social scientists, especially those writing for an international 
audience, have given little attention to modern-day Colombo. Thus books like this 
one are welcome additions to the scholarly literature on Sri Lanka. 
This book reports a study aimed at discerning "the structure of a local social 
order" (p. 3) in a low-income residential neighborhood in Dematagoda, a ward on the 
northeastern outskirts of Colombo. A congeries of data is reported, based on a 
household survey and interviews with a subset of residents. Chapters are devoted to 
resources (employment, occupation, income, housing, and land ownership); relations 
with local and distant kinfolk; social relations among neighborhood residents, 
particularly as these are governed by caste, ethnicity, and political affiliation; political 
affiliations and political behavior; and religious practices and the role of Buddhist 
temples in politics and patronage relations. 
The description of urban life that emerges is rich in detail but fragmentary. It 
lacks, for example, information about the roles of women and their participation in 
kin and neighborhood relations. Little is said about the familial and communal 
resources devoted to children, even though both the government and private citizens 
generally place a high priority on the health and education of the next generation. 
Despite its gaps, the portrayal of Dematagoda readily supports Arachchige-Don's 
contention that urban life is complex and dynamic. Categories of analysis that 
researchers might see as separable or even independent blur and converge in residents' 
own accounts of their lived experience. Some residents, for example, undertook 
religious observances with an eye to establishing political allegiances, ensuring 
neighborhood solidarity, or enhancing their social status. Business and political leaders 
might support a temple in current favor as a way to bolster their standing in the 
community. Moreover, many respondents regarded affiliating with a political party 
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less a matter of ideological persuasion than a means of securing a patronage 
relationship necessary for survival. 
One wishes that the mundane affairs of the neighborhood had been situated more 
carefully within the larger historical context. The text, written uniformly in the 
present tense, interpolates data gathered in the early 1970s with data from the mid-
1980s. The chapters setting out the rationale, theoretical framework, and policy 
recommendations seem to have been composed in the early 1990s. The project thus 
spans a twenty-year period punctuated by momentous and tragic events. Sri Lanka 
and the neighborhoods of Colombo have been rocked by civil strife, political upheaval 
and violence, ethnic and communal clashes, youth insurrection, and state repression. 
Dematagoda has been near the epicenter of trouble on more than one occasion. (For 
instance, the 1983 anti-Tamil riots-a signal event for the secessionist war that rages 
on to this day-were set off in nearby Borella.) How did these events alter the 
aspirations, life chances, and day-to-day behavior of the residents? How did they 
reshape the local social order? Were they not engines of the "dynamics of urban 
institutional systems" (p. 227) that Arachchige-Don aims to describe? 
Patterns of Community Structure in Colombo will be most useful to scholars with 
considerable background in both Sri Lanka studies and urban sociology of South Asia. 
The text presumes a working knowledge of the recent social and political history of 
Sri Lanka, as well as familiarity with local customs, Sinhala cultural practices, and 
Lankan English-language idioms. The writing is unnecessarily burdened with jargon 
and is sometimes cryptic. Not enough is said about the specific questions guiding the 
research and the conclusions drawn from the data. The reader is thus left to map the 
connections between the voluminous cross-tabulations and anecdotes and the policy 
recommendations adumbrated in the final chapter. 
JEANNE MARECEK 
Swarthmore College 
The Witch-Hunt; or, The Triumph of Morality. By F. G. BAILEY. Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1994. ix, 221 pp. $39.95 (cloth). 
The Witch-Hunt is an elegant ode to anthropology and its endeavors, written 
compassionately and openly by a master craftsman. Nominally, The Witch-Hunt 
chronicles the reaction of a small Orissian community in eastern India to the death 
(probably from complications due to malaria according to the anthropologist) of a 
teenage girl. But Bailey does much more than discuss a death and the resulting 
accusations of a household devata (godling) gone amuck. It is this "much more" that 
makes this slim volume so valuable. First, there is the author's willingness to share 
with us his search for possible "truths," or at least understandings. And second, his 
answer(s) encompass the range of topics that anthropologists have usually considered 
when looking at a community-religion, marriage rules, cropping patterns, local-
level politics-thus demonstrating the value of the anthropological goal of holistic 
accounts. 
Writing in a style more familiar in the 1980s and 1990s than during the 1950s 
when Bailey did the research in India leading to this work, The Witch-Hunt becomes 
a very personal account of the author's attempts to understand, as it happened and 
with the distance of forty years, the community's reactions to Susila's death and the 
ensuing punishment of a washerman who might have become too rich. The fine that 
